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Has the American Public
Library Lost Its Purpose?
Should Sex be available at the public library? The issue of Madonna's book
and the real purpose of the public library rages on in this three-way debate
between a critic of «give-'em-what-they-want" selection policies, the director
and trustees of a small public library, and a library historian.

Defending
the Intended
Mission

Daniel F. Ring received his B.S. and M.S. in
history from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, and the M.LS. from the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. Ring is a reference librarian at Oakland University in Rochester, Michigan, and author of several articles on library
history and librarianship.
Daniel F. Ring

A

n enduring topic in the library
press is the debate about purchasing titles which some consider trash for public library collections.
A recent example is Sex by the entertainer Madonna. It has been suggested
by some library directors that the selection of such a book is proper because the
purpose of a library is to help people to
make their own decisions on provocative books and materials. I have been a
librarian, both public and academic, for
about twenty years. I have read fairly
widely in the field of American public
library history, and I challenge anyone
to demonstrate that public libraries
were created to allow people to make up
their minds about provocative books.
People may indeed have their minds
awakened and opened as a result of
reading, but that is hardly the purpose
of the public library.
Public libraries were created for a
variety of reasons, not all of them of an
educational nature. Many mechanic,
subscription, and public libraries, particularly in New England and the :Midwest, were founded to serve the reading
and educational needs of a rising generation. But it is also true that public
libraries were founded for reasons that

had nothing to do with education or
opening minds.
The revisionist school of library history, as developed by Michael Hams,
has argued that social control was the
preeminent reason for the founding of
public libraries. l Libraries were tools of
the elite to control the lower classes.
Historical scholarship has generally
supported such revisionist interpretations. 2 However, I can still see merit to
another viewpoint-that libraries were
created to serve an educational function, even if they were not created for
strictly democratic, humanitarian, and
educational reasons. I am reminded of a
dialogue that historian Anne Firor Scott
constructed to examine the frailties of
revisionist history in general:

Submitted August 1993; accepted November
1993.

Scott makes an important point in
asserting that reformers, and this in-

But it seems important to note that the
virtues women hoped to promote through
education were precisely the ones they
themselves sought to live, which means
that the individual goal was moral behavior and the social goal was a virtuous
society. "Aha," says the critic, "you have
just admitted that the middle-class
women were trying to impose theirvalues
on the poor." To which one can only respond, yes, to be sure-but with the purpose not of keeping them in their place but
of helping them cease to be poor. 3
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cludes the public library movement,
were interested in changing people and
changing behavior. Whatever the motivation for founding public libraries~
social control versus education,
self-improvement, or humanitarian
reasons~libraries had an educational
mission.
Richard Krug, a former director of
the Milwaukee Public Library (19411974), emphasized the educational mission of the library by listing its
objectives in a hierarchy of services:
education, supplying infonnation, aesthetic appreciation, research, and recreation. The educational purpose of the
library was reflected in its holdings.
Milwaukee, of course, was not unique.
During the 1920s and 1930s many public libraries viewed themselves as a people's university. Such rhetoric was
inflated and libraries did overestimate
their influence, but one cannot study
public library archives without coming
to the conclusion that libraries served a
very important educational function.
In the past thirty years, public libraries have lost much of the zeal for the
library as an educational setting. Instead of "Books, Information, Services,"
libraries offer a variety of services that
have nothing to do with books: compact
discs, movie videos, cassettes, records,
pictures, and puppets. Librarians' convictions about things that matter have

J ____________________________________~____~~
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eroded, leaving the field open to those
with other interests and desires.
Librarians themselves are no longer
voracious readers, no longer Ortega's
"master of the raging book." And thus,
willy-nilly, they order eight copies of
books by Judith Krantz-they give the
public what it wants, they pander to the
public. It's not a big step from Krantz to
Sex. But if Sex, why not Hustler? What
does the "Boy Toy" have that makes her
more suitable for observation than some
trollop from any men's magazine? If
Sex, why not Protocols of the Elders of
Zion? Try to get the latter book at your
public library.
I believe that the primary purpose of
a public library must be educational. By
educational, I mean personal change,
self-improvement, growth, knowledge
about the universe, the human condition, the world around us, an improved
level of civil discourse, and what Pierce
Butler has called the "promotion ofwisdom in the individual and the community."4 Yes, the reformers were naive in
believing that reading the canons would
change the behavior of roustabouts and
roughnecks. But a public library with
an educational bent did make a difference even to a person from a dysfunctional family who was curious and
desirous of knowledge. For example,
James Jones, author of From Here to
Eternity and other titles, was grateful
for the presence of a Carnegie library in
Robinson, Illinois, and spent many
hours under the tutelage of a librarian
reading the canollS. I'm glad that he did.
Although not educated by Eastern literary standards, he became educated and
education, as Joyce Cary observes,
"forms character. It gives form and direction to the emotions.,,5 He became a
different person as a result of his interactions \vith the library.
Angelo Bertocci, the son of Italian
peasants who became Bowne Professor
at Boston University, has recounted his
first experience with the public library.
"With the discovery of the public library, reading became not only my
regular recreation but almost my occupation." He remembers his school days
as an unending routine of "classes from
8:30 a.m. to 1:45 p.m.; study in the
Carnegie-endowed main public library
near the high school until 5:00 p.m.,,6
The library was a partner in the educational process.
On the European scene, Walter
Laqueur, author of numerous books,
credits the Breslau, Germany, Munici192

pal Library as being one of his three
"universities.,,7 I'm sure that the experiences of Jones, Bertocci, and Laqueur
were not unique. In this time oflowered
educational standards and achievements, the public must reassert its traditional role as an educational provider.
What does my prescription mean in
terms of service? It means away with
the stuffed animals; away with the CDs,
records, and cassettes (even classical
records must go); away with movie videos; and away with the pictures. Fiction
acquisitions of the Steele and Krantz
genre should be cut back. Tasteless
books such as Sex should not be purchased. If these measures affect the
door count, then so be it. Public librarians today would do well to emulate the
hierarchy Krug had for the Milwaukee
Public Library. It would make the necessary cuts all the easier.
I am aware of the nostrums the give'em-what-they-wantcrowd will trot out:
that Jones, Mailer, Jong, Hemingway,
and Lawrence all made abundant use of
sexual language and sexual imagery.
Yes, they did, but the primary purpose
of their novels was not sexual titillation
but conveying life as it was in certain
cultural contexts, such as barracks culture. They were artists and wrote art,
what Cary has called the "bridge between souls ... not only men's minds
but their character and feeling."8 In
what wise way can it be said that a view
of Madonna's privates constitutes art?
It is not art, but what George Kennan
has called an "unintended expression
of a serious artistic and intellectual
poverty-a desperate effort to draw at-tention to one's self by pornographic illustration or suggestion when other and
more significant means of doing so are
beyond one's capacity."g
And no, I am not an elitist either-if
by elitism it is meant that the public
library must serve as some kind of avatar of good books that reflect a narrow
cultural perspective. It is the librarians
who order Sex that are the elitists:
"Here, community, take another dose of
trash; let us witness our faith in intellectual freedom."
Sex, and kindred titles, is a problem
that will not go away. Last year it was
Madonna, but this year it is Howard
Stern's Private Parts. Stern, bad boy
radio talk show host turned author, is
now appearing-almost completely undraped--on the cover of his new tome.
It's gratuitous nudity, coldly calculated
to attract attention-but, is it the pubPublic Libraries

lie's intellectual prerogative to see quite
that much of Mr. Stern?
The public library system in Fairfax,
Virginia, was recently featured on a segment of National Public Radio's news
program All Things Considered. The issue: the governing board's decision
about whether to maintain the library's
SUbscription to The Blade (a periodical
geared to the homosexual population in
the Washington, D.C., area) or bow to
patron demands for its removal. (To accommodate both sides the library spent
over $1,000 to buy titles on "overcoming" homosexuality. Ed.)
These are just a few recent incidents
ofthe clash between the rampant sexuality portrayed in the mass media and
the public's own sense of propriety,
which leaves the library in a quandary
regarding the purchase of these materials. It seems to me, however, that mC:::ly
of these problems could be avoided if
public libraries reclaimed their educational function.
To argue that a public library has
some bounden duty to give the public
what it wants reduces the role of the
librarian to that of a coachman who
must go now in this direction and now
in that direction. Further, it debases the
idea of librarianship as a profession.
Worse yet, it creates a need where none
existed. There was no need to order Sex.
Librarians habitually pick and choose
titles all the time. Like it or not, we
exercise self-censorship (read discretion, judgment) all the time. On the
matter of judgment, Pierce Butler's advice is again salutary:
... when a fourth-rate novel, that he
himself would not deign to read, falls Wldel' local censorship, two lines of thought
are open to him. Thinking as a layman, he
may recognize only that the freedom of
the press has been invaded and inprotest
fight for the circulation of that particular
book, thereby perbaps bringing himself
and his library into a frustrating disrepute among the many members of the
community. Or, thinking as a librarian,
he may regard as paramoWlt the attitude
ofparticuIar civic leaders and the public
toward library censorship in general and
so endeavor to improve the occasion by
circulating literature that will promote a
sensible, discreet, and prudent attitude
toward this highly controversial sub·
ject. IO

There is no need, in the name of
intellectual freedom, to purchase every
or any piece of trash that appears, just
because it is associated with media-

I
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hyped notoriety. "But it is in the nature
of human beings to discriminate,"
writes art critic Robert Hughes. "We
make choices and judgments every day
.... It's the same in writing and in the
visual arts. You learn to discriminate.
Not all cats are the same in the light."l1
Librarians should not circle the wagons in defense oflibrarians who got into
trouble because they added Sex or kindred materials. They fished in troubled
waters. Not having the ballast of a philosophy on the role of a public library,
they instead make intellectual freedom
their philosophy. But intellectual freedom is not license. George Orwell once
wrote, "Just pronounce the magic word
'art' and everything is OK. Rotting
corpses with snails crawling over them
are OK; kicking little girls on the head
is OK." Substitute intellectual freedom
for art and it would appear that proponents of Sex want to enjoy what Orwell
referred to as ''benefit of clergy"-the
idea that artists can say and do anything they want. 12

Librarians, no less than artists, cannot do whatever they want in the name
of intellectual freedom. Intellectual
freedom is not an excuse to purchase
unalloyed trash. Not all "taboos on sexual representation are made to be broken," writes Hughes, "and that
breaking them has some vital relationship with the importance of art."13 Librarians would do well to heed this
advice as they go about their work as it
will save them and their communities
much anguish.

StewardshipInfluenced by
Price

Helaine Dauphinais has been a public librarian
for twenty-three years. She is Director of the
Thompson Public library in Thompson, Connecticut.
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/tompson is a small (pop.
8,668), rural town in Connecticut's far northeastern corner.
Never an especially wealthy community,
Thompson-like much of the industrial
northeast-has been hard hit by economic recession. The impact of a poor
economy is particularly felt by institutions like the public library, which in
Thompson is supported exclusively by
tax revenue. Its funding is constantly
threatened, but the library is valued by
Thompson's residents, and in 1992 they
overwhelmingly supported the construction of a combined library alld community center, to be built with the aid of
state alld federal (Library Seroices and
Construction Act) grants. Scheduled to
open this spring, the long-awaited facility will replace the town's dangerously
obsolete, ninety-plus-year-old original
library.

Dauphinais

Providing a consistently high level of
service for an appreciative community in
spite of budget constraints is a constant
concern for Thompson Public Library
Director Helaine Dauphinais and the
library's six-member board of trustees.
As is the practice in much of New England and New York, Thompson's trustees are elected in the town's general
election, and serve six-year tenns.
At the request of Public Libraries,
Thompson's library board took up the
provocative issues of Madonna, intellectual freedom, the purpose of the public
library, and the opinions ofDaniel Ring
at a recent meeting. You will see by the
comments ofthe trustees-most ofwhom
worked for years to achieve the goal of a
new facility-that a library serves many
pUlposes in the community, all of them
too important to be dismissed.
What follows is Dauphinais' report
July/August 1994
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on her library board's pragmatic conclusions, and her own reflectionsonpublic library management in a small
town.
Is Madonna's book Sex the kind or material thata public library ought to acquire?
Absolutely! Should it be acquired by the
Thompson Public Library? Absolutely not!
The Thompson Public Library Board
of Trustees had strong feelings about
the appropriateness of purchasing Madonna's book for our collection. All
agreed that the book has no place in our
library-but for reasons very different
from those of Mr. Ring.
AI; a trustee, I'm really convinced that the
library has an obligation to address the
reading interests of the entire community. I favor freedom to read ... people
should be able to find on the shelves the
things they feel are necessary. It doesn't
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mean we have to nm out and buy every
bit of material that we find personally
objectionable ... but I certainly wouldn't
want to be responsible for censoring
someone else's reading.
Although most ofthe trustees considered Madonna's book objectionable ("1
certainly wouldn't go out and buy it on
my own.~), they found the concept of
censorship more distasteful:
We are a public library and I feel ... we
should not censor. Person:.lly, I don't
want to look at those things. But that
doesn't mean that somebody else might
not want to .. I don't think we should

want it, and whether it would be used
often enough to warrant the expense. If
I had thought there would be a public
demand for the book I would have
bought it, but I know the users in our
conservative, rural New England community. I think three times about any
book that costs more than $40 anyway,
especially one for which there's no demand. The trustees did not disagree. "It
just bothers me to spend that kind of
money ... " said one. Another noted,
"Small libraries don't have budgets to
support frivolous spending, as would be
the case with ... Madonna's volume.
Leave such purchases to the big guys."

budget is cut, there are some things we
can't have, and some things well have
to do."
She went on to ask if the book
couldn't be gotten through interlibrary
loan, which of course it can. In Connecticut patrons have access to all library
materials whether owned by their local
libraries or not.
Should a library's sale purpose be as
an educational institution, to the exclusion of all other functions? Most trustees viewed this single-minded
aspiration as excessively lofty, somewhat exclusionary, and generally offbase:
Of course the library is educational!

If I had thought there would be a public demand
for the book I would have bought it, but I know
the users in our conservative, rural New England
community. I think three times about any book
that costs more than $40 anyway, especially one
for which there's no demand.

A lone dissenter on the board expressed a degree of affinity for Mr.
Ring's article, declaring himself "troubled that small libraries like that in
Thompson too frequently compromise
their roles as gatekeepers of community
standards, and as arbiters of good taste,
literary merit, and intellectual excellence .... The issue isn't censorship. It's
what our small community library is all
about. And, yes, it's also about money."
In fact, it was money that was at the
heart of the matter as far as everyone
was concerned, and money quickly became the focus of the group's discussion,
as it frequently does when we meet.
I had several reasons for not choosing Madonna's book, and I explained
them: with a spiral binding the book
won't circulate long before it falls apart
and the pages rip; the copies are numbered, which smacks of commercial appeal to collectors--our mission is not to
collect for the sake of collecting; I saw
no review orthe book that I can remember (I buy most afoul' current materials
from recommendations of book reviewers in library literature); and, finally, it
was much too expensive.
Had I read a review I would have
first considered whether anyone would
194

Howard Stern's book, Private Parts,
is not in Thompson's collection either,
even though someone has requested it.
One board member asked if I normally
include all books requested by patrons
in my book order. 1 explained that, although this had been my custom, I no
longer do it because it's become too expensive; escalating book prices have
also made me far more cautious about
buying additional copies of high-demand materials. To compound the problem, recent cuts to the library's budget
have reduced my book allocation and
require me to be more selective than
ever.
The trustees sympathized with this
point-we are supported solely by tax
dollars, and our annual operating
budget must be approved by the tnwn's
selectmen, its board of finance, and, finally, by residents themselves at the
annual town meeting. The trustees and
I spend months of each fiscal year carefully planning our budget and our
strategies for maneuvering through the
grueling process. Our funds are meager
and hard fought, and we have to spend
them carefully. One trustee noted:
"During the budget hearings we discussed this, and we said then that if the
Public Libraries

Something I've said all along, and I think
some orus will agree, a library opened to
the public offers a wealth of knowledge.
For instance, some people are not able to
travel, so they come to the library and
travel via books. People can't afford
magazines so easily now; we buy 144 different issues, and if it's their pleasure to
come and read them, that's fine. It's
not strictly for education. It's for enjoyment and education. You're learning and
enjoying.
I think the best thing that's happened to
our [new] library is that it's connected to
the community center. The library should
be a community center ... what a great
place for people to come in, read a book,
orjust look out the window.

It was interesting that the group's
discussion oftheir vision ofthe library's
multifaceted role in the community
evolved into an enthusiastic brainstorming session about new kinds of
programs and services we'll be able to
offer once we're in our new building{this
particular evening they talked about instituting story hours for elderly patrons
who are visually impaired), We clearly
feel we have more than just one purpose, and our new building will help us
fill all of our community roles much
more effectively.
The Thompson Public Library has
spent decades in a small, cramped,
dusty building lacking even the most
basic amenities like parking and handicapped access; it is removed from the
center of town and there is no public
transportation. Despite this, our statistics grow steadily, I attribute this
growth to the friendliness and competence of our staff and to our collection.
While our money for books and materials is less than adequate, I try to use our
budget wisely and purchase according
to the anticipated needs of the commu-

nity. Vlhen choosing materials for the
collection, I keep the library's statement
of purpose in mind: " ... to provide cultural, educational, recreational, and informational resources and services to
meet the needs of the community."
Without a doubt, one of a public library's purposes is education. People
are lifelong learners, regardless of
whether they are enrolled in formal
educational institutions. They are lifelong learners whether or not they are
even aware that the pursuit of inform ation is an educational process. In our

library, books on diet, health care, car
repair, gardening, hobbies, and crafts
are highly circulated, as are books on
employment issues such as finding a
job, copingwith the workplace, and time
management. By providing these materials we fulfill our educational mission;
we also fulfill it by supporting the curriculum of the local schools and by providing learning materials to students
when their school libraries are closed.
Still, education is only part of our
mission. A public library that ignores
the cultural and recreational needs of

" ... Bar Out
Nothing Because
It Is Strange"

Gordon B. Neavill is Associate Professor in the
University 01 Alabama School of Library and
Information Studies. He chairs the Planning
Committee for Library History Seminar IX, "libraries and Philanthropy," which will be held at
the University of Alabama in the spring of 1995.

its patrons does so at the peril of abandoning pleasure readers to the mercy of
bookstores and clubs, and restricting
their reading to what they can afford of
the materials those stores choose to
stock.
The purpose of a public library is to
provide what the public wants with as
wide a range of material as possible.
Public libraries will not attract patrons
if they do not offer the resources people
want and will risk becoming obsolete.

Gordon B. Neavill
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ebatesoverthepurposeofthe
public library are as old as the
public library itself. Many of
the debates involve an affirmation or
rejection of the values of the genteel
tradition, with its emphasis on reading
for purposes of education and moral improvement, its revulsion against
themes and content associated with
modernism, and its fear of allowingpeopIe full freedom to make cultural
choices for themselves.
According to Dee Garrison, nineteenth-century librarians tended to belong to the new gentry elite, "a new
urban, middle-class group of professionals, literary gentlemen, and some businessmen whose commitment was to
genteel standards as prescribed in the
print media.~l Public librarians in 1876,
she notes, were committed to "a moral
resurrection .... In speech after speech
the newly organized librarians extolled
their mission and set forth their professional credo. Although the primary purpose of the library was clearly
educational, the function of the library
as a social stabilizer-a motive that had
played so large a part in British library
development--was clearly also present
in American minds."2
The first generation of public library
leaders had come of age before the Civil
War when "many Americans were filled

with faith in the perfectibility of men
and institutions. "3 They believed in
education as the key to progress, and
they assumed responsibility for taking
patrons by the hand and guiding them
to worthy books while trying to shield
them from the baleful and seductive
influence of books they regarded as
ephemeral and morally doubtful. Fiction and light reading in general were
suspect. Fiction was rarely excluded
from public libraries altogether, but
many librarians tried to limit its influence. A number oflibraries in the 1890s
sought to improve reading taste by
means of the "two-book system" that
pennitted readers to borrow two books
at a time as long as one was not a nove1. 4
Many early public library leaders felt
especially threatened by the rise of
mass culture, which circumvented the
library and undermined their influence
and control.
The second generation of public library leaders were beginning to break
away from the genteel tradition, and
some of them were in open revolt
against it. "In the years just prior to
World War I," Garrison writes, "public
librarians found it less necessary to justify their existence through reference to
their position as self-appointed censors
of public morals."s John Cotton Dana,
librarian of the Newark Public Library,

spoke out in support of the library's
recreational function and "believed that
the library should present the whole
range of human thought."sLibraries, he
wrote in 1909, should "bar out nothing
because it is strange, no doctrines because they are heresies."7
But the genteel tradition never entirely disappeared, and its themes continue to be raised in debates over
cultural values today. Controversies
surrounding Madonna's Sex provide a
good example. Personally, I don't think.
the book is worth getting excited about.
It's a trifling, insignificant document,
created, as far as I can see, solely to
attract attention and keep Madonna in
the public eye. I find it distasteful and
boring, but not at all provocative. The
photographs are silly and contrived,
and the text is little more than mindless
babble. The most interesting thing
about the book is how it's been hyped
and marketed. The sealed metal container in which it's sold is a stroke of
genius. It suggests that the content is
too lurid for public display and neatly
heads off the danger that prospective
customers might lose interest before
they reach the cash register.
Sex has created a stir here and there,
but it hasn't attracted the kind of deepseated antagonism that exhibitions of
the work of Robert Mapplethorpe have
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inspired. A book devoid of substance or
passion is hard to take seriously; it may
be offensive but it's not threatening. In
contrast, Mapplethorpe's pbotographs
are the product of a powerful and original artistic vision. His view of contemporary life can be deeply disturbing, and
his work challenges, threatens, and extends our existing sense of the world.
Librarians who point to Madonna's Sex
as an example of their commitment to
intellectual freedom risk little and, in
my view, trivialize intelleCtual :freedom.
They would do better to make sure that
Mapplethorpe's work is widely available; the best collection is Mapplethorpe, published by Random House the
same year Sex appeared. In fact, our
record in this regard is pretty good. According to DCLC, holdings of the far
more expensive Mapplethorpe outnumber holdings of Sex by more than three
to two. And Mapplethorpe remains an
active title while Sex has already
peaked: holdings of Mapplethorpe iucreased by sixteen DCLC locations during the first three months of 1994.
compared with only two for Sex.
Whether public libraries acquire Sex
is a purely local decision. Its acquisition
can be justified on the basis of Madonna's celebrity status and the media
attention the book has received, but
nothing inherent in the book makes it a
high priority purchase, and no library
needs to apologize for not having it. The
sexual content is a nonissue. Libraries
are part of the society they serve, and
they can't adhere to norms significantly
different from those prevailing in society as a whole. Sex is published by a
major trade publisher and distributed
openly through mainstream book outlets. It would be foolish for libraries to
reject it because of its sexual content,
no matter how horriiYing that content
might be to the founders of the public
library movement or to those who
still cling to the values of the genteel
tradition.
The provision of recreational reading
has been an important and well-established part of the public library's func-
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tion for nearly a century, yet the li- least some of the values of the ninebrary's educational function remains of teenth-century founders of the public
fundamental importance. Most librar- library.
ies try to strike a balance between recThe nineteenth-century librarians of
reational materials, many of which are the genteel tradition were wrong in
of transient interest, and materials of their fear of reading for no purpose
enduring significance. The public li- other than sheer enjoyment and in supbrary should be a place where anyone posing that people could be led, pushed,
can pursue almost any interest or ex- or bullied into serious reading. They
plore the canonical works ofvarious cul- were also wrong in what one suspects
tural traditions. There are canonical was a tendency to select and favorreadworks that should be available in public ers whom they thought deserving of ;
libraries even if they circulate rarely, their guidance. The important thing is
simply because people expect to be able for public libraries to provide as wide a
to find them there. It would be discon- range of materials as possible. discard
certingto find Sex in a public library but preconceived notions about what people
not a collection of John Milton's works, want or need. and open their doors to
for example. The public library has an the world. Then all that is necessary is
obligation to serve the interests of eve- to allow what Ralph Ellison calls "the
ryone in the community, not just the unstructured possibilities of culture in
majority. Circulation figures can't be this pluralistic democracy"lO to take
the sole criterion for selection and re- their course.
tention.
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